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Lilia Banton: [to be at Edinburgh university] means to be online but also 
mentally, intellectually and even emotionally engaged with the course. it's not 
about where you live and breathe, but  what you're reading about, studying, 
researching, creating. i think for me being at Edinburgh is being intellectually 
stimulated, thrown into uncertainty, sort of crisis, living with it, embracing it. i 
don't think i would do it while 'in' edinburgh  cos the sheer physicality of the 

























































































































































































































































































Christian Meinecke: my mum and dad both used to live in Penicuik [near 
Edinburgh], so there was a slightly nostalgic part of me which thought Edinburgh 
study would be quite cool… we used to park in Nicholson street, near the round 
edinburgh uni building when we went christmas shopping, when visiting 
grandparents...I was also given an Edinburgh scarf in my early teens...seems funny 


























Phillip Walley4: I also inherited a packet of family history materials that tracks my 










Family records show the first departure from Scotland was around 1627.  He was a 
former resident of Inverness-shire (purportedly in the vicinity of Badenoch) who 
migrated to what would become Massachusetts.  …  The second departure would 
come in 1828 when the couple decided to move their surviving Scottish-born 
children to the States - settling first in Massachusetts, then Maine and finally in 
Illinois.  So, in terms of heritage, my attending the University of Edinburgh in an 
online programme is very much my own virtual “Homecoming Scotland”. 
 
 
Rosaline Bohanek: My father is a Scots man and I have relatives living there 
[Edinburgh]. I've always loved the city and would love to have gone to the physical 
university. Also, the course had a brilliant reputation … but initially the sentimental 
connection gave me a 'visualisation' point. … I disappointed myself a bit in my 
under-grad course – I didn't go to the university I wanted (in Scotland) because I 
under-achieved at A Level and I didn't achieve that well at first degree. Coming to 
Edinburgh seemed to be putting that right – a Scottish university, at which I was 












































Max Crary: I can always remember 'geolocating' people so, for some reason, I 
would always remember where poeple were from on a given course, so the place 
that others were coming from seemed very important to me …. actually, thinking 
back, I assumed, for whatever reason that those actually *in* Edinburgh were 
somehow advantaged. I never really thought it through, just an unconscious 
perception maybe, but I seem to remember being a little jealous of those actaully in 
the city as if proximity would somehow give them an advantage! …[I] suspected 
that more of a 'university life' could be had if one was actually in Edinburgh… but 
this was a minor thing compared to my enjoyment with study which far outweighed 
any 'Edinburgh envy'. 
Penelope Carrera:  I couldn't wait to start. I filled out the forms and remember 
posting [them], thinking of how I hoped the box was safe and it didn't go astray. I 
was so excited, it was irrational. some of the papers were not releveant e.g. car 
parking, freshers week etc  but I didn't throw them out,they made me feel like a 





Lenore Pergande: But I am planning to come for my graduation… It is like a gift, I 
get myself to Edinburgh as a graduation gift and to see my 'alma mater'. A way to 
close this experience in RL [real life] after a long journey in VL [virtual life]. And a 
way to gain a different identity in this course experience. 
 
 
Interviewer: So, how do you feel now as you approach what could be seen as a 
departure from the course? 
Matthew Gillon: Good question... Will I be disappointed? Will it change my 
engagement with the programme? And yet, the very fact of graduation changes my 
relationship with the programme, so perhaps I need the ritual of the "real" 





















Lilia Banton: also i think that in my mind [Edinburgh is] mostly the MSc programme, 
i sort of do not associate it with the whole university. a little digression, i went to 
edinburgh last spring and had a walk round the campus, looked at the buildings, 
and thought gosh, i'm studying here and laughed cos it felt like a hoax but i felt 
good about it. sometimes i feel i miss out when i read about all the things that are 
or would be for me if i was a 'proper' student, all the clubs, festivals, extra seminars, 
even the library but then hey, maybe i wouldn't use them anyway, the whole 
infrastructure is of little significance for me, it's the course and the people who are 




Selena Lamon: Being in Edinburgh would have been quite fun!  But it would have 
been a little too cold!  So I am quite happy to be "at" Edinburgh - in fact- really quite 
happy to have this experience - to be associated with the University and not having 
to be physically based in Edinburgh.  It really would not have been possible.  I 
guess,  inline with what I have been saying earlier - we are connected online, so 
really, the location is not an issue.  But if you were to ask me if I feel I am in 
Edinburgh when I am doing the course... In some strange way, I think I do think 



















Interviewer: you've been studying the course from outside Edinburgh these last 7 
weeks? 
Erik Credle: most definitely. Sonsini, Italy. 
 
 
Penelope Carrera: I have studied all over.. .hotel rooms are good cos it feels like 
pleasure and it is a link to my normal life…always on my own, at home or in hotels, 
no one else around.  
 
 
Lilia Banton: ha, for the last five weeks, i've engaged with the course from five 
different cities in three different countries. staying over at friends, the selection 
criterion: internet access and fast connection. 
… 
Interviewer: could you tell me the cities you've been in? 
 










Allie Ruther: In Boston, I used a Verizon dongle to connect anytime to the course. 
The dongle was useful, as I also travelled a lot in the States to run workshops in 
different places, so the Verizon dongle was important to keep me connected to the 
course. …In the UK, I have an internal Vodaphone dongle that kept me connected 
when I travelled around in the UK. Now, I am using my IPad 2 a lot to connect to 
the course. Much easier. I can carry it in my bag and connect in coffee shops, long 



















Erik Credle: The concept of being an Edinburgh student is something that I have 
been thinking long and hard about. It has not been completely resolved in my mind 
yet. I feel a sense of belonging to the University, but at the same time I dont feel 








Nelson Ferringer: I felt when I was taking classes in Barcelona or in Santa Fe I was 
still part of the physical place [of Edinburgh university]-- I'm very impressed with the 
work of Robert Adam … and the old part of the universtiy was designed by him; I 
had made trips to look at the structure's dome and place on the skyline so I would 
have a trace image when I was working far from school. I like the idea that space 





Phillip Walley: I may not be physically on campus, but … the campus goes with 










Christian Meinecke: To be honest, the way that everything has been delivered, 
managed etc has made me feel no less a part of the Edinburgh experience, than 
if I was actually 'there'.  As I am now of an age where i probably wouldnt freqeunt 
the uni bar (and indeed mrs. wouldnt let me!!) I could just as easily be living in the 
suburbs of edinburgh.   
 
This paper has shown how the institutional space of a ‘traditional’ university is enacted 
by its distance students. In doing so, it has charted this space across four social 
topologies, in an attempt to make a case for ‘topological multiplicity rather than 
uniformity’ (Mol and Law 1994: 644) in our understanding of how the institutional 
space of the university works for distance learners. It has shown that the material 
campus continues to be a symbolically and materially significant ‘mooring’ for a group 
of students who may never physically attend that campus. Yet it has also argued that 
to define institutional and academic authenticity in terms of this bounded, ‘regional’ 
space is inadequate in the face of the fluid, networked and fire topologies which also 
operate throughout the accounts presented here. The university, like any ‘object’ is 
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always enacted across multiple topologies, ‘dependent for [its] constancy on the 
intersection of different spaces’ (Law 2002: 98). 
 
The rise of distance education is perhaps simply foregrounding new spatial 
understandings which are impacting on all forms of higher education, on‐campus and 
off‐. Sedentarist assumptions are problematic not only for distance students but also 
for those increasingly mobile learners who are materially present in the built spaces of 
the institution. 
 
At the same time, the many choreographies of transnational education other than 
distance education are further re‐working our understandings of university space: 
‘branch campuses’ re‐make the bounded campus in new national territories; degrees 
are franchised across national borders; joint degrees across continents transgress 
institutional boundaries (Clark 2012). In addition new university and commercial 
partnerships for MOOC provision promise a free education authenticated via national 
and supra‐national ‘branding’, for example the UK MOOC platform FutureLearn; the 
‘Aussie Coursera’ Open2Study (Counihan 2013); and the European MOOC platform 
OpenUpEd, which promises an education ‘reflecting European values’ (OpenUpEd 
2013). 
 
The new ‘enactments’ of the university are therefore multiple, and more research is 
needed into how these re‐worked institutional social topologies are experienced and 
articulated by students. The study presented here offers a view from a particular 
group for whom mobility and questions of space are highly emphasised and a matter 
of the reflexive day‐to‐day. To be ‘at’ Edinburgh for this group is to be oriented in 
multiple ways to the institution, to be simultaneously inside and outside, in flux and in 
stasis, in presence and in absence. Their accounts ask us to think newly and creatively 
about how we conceive institutional spaces and their generation. We argue therefore 
for a nuanced theorisation of academic geographies within higher education, one 
which takes account of the new mobilities and moorings enacted through online 
distance education and the changing relations of universities to their campuses and 
territories. 
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